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Andromache Karanika,
Voices at Work: Women, Performance and Labor in Ancient Greece.
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014. Pp. xvi + 300. Cloth
(ISBN 978-1-4214-1255-9) $59.95.
This book explores how Greek oral traditions, especially work songs, interacted with
“higher” literary genres. Karanika focuses on women’s work songs, which accompanied almost every facet of their (incessantly) working lives. Over eight chapters
Karaknika considers fragments of, and references to, work songs, together with traces of such utterances, reflected and refracted in epic, lyric, iambic, bucolic poetry,
drama, and the ancient novel, as well as ancient scholars. It is a daunting range,
broadened (and enhanced) by the author’s own experiences as a child in Greece, and
a collector of folk songs in Thessaly. Karanika cites recent work within classics on
ritual and performance, gender and genre, as well as anthropological comparanda
from India, North Africa and the Balkans. In short, this is an unwieldy topic, and
the author’s diffuse, allusive style, and oblique and diffident argumentation make it a
challenging read: a pity, because it has many insights, of which I name a few.
For example, Karanika notes that the divinities Calypso and Circe sing as they
weave, but we cannot hear their marvelous songs, uttered perhaps in a meter incompatible with hexameter. Among humans, textile work authorizes a heroine—
Helen, Arete, Penelope, Nausicaa—to address a visitor or stranger. After washing
household linen Nausicaa sings while her companions dance and play ball. Karanika
suggests that Homer’s simile, likening her to Artemis among her wood nymphs,
gestures at Nausicaa’s actual song (unheard by us): a hymn to Artemis. Odysseus’
subsequent address, likening her to the Delian palm, responds to her song.
With regard to weaving songs, Karanika suggests that woven patterns may
have been signaled and driven by varying vocalized rhythms. The intellect and devotion required to create such fabrics invested the “made thing” with something of
the maker. Thus Athena disdained the cloth offered by Trojan women for their city;
it was not their own work, but that of Sidonian women.
In chapter 3 Karanika discusses tragedy, noting how, as in epic, work grants
a voice—sometimes agency—to women. In tragedy, cruel transformation often is
expressed through work, and this is Karanika’s focus. Euripides’ Electra begins her
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lament by summoning herself to work, echoing actual work songs. Moreover, as she
notes her own degradation to peasant wife, she uses the word πόνοι to characterize
the outdoor work she inevitably shares with her husband. This term, confined to
the “labor” of battle or athletic competition in elite authors, and to the toil of the
male agricultural laborer in Hesiod, Electra claims as belonging to women. In the
Trojan Women Hecuba laments her future; as a doorkeeper or breadmaker she will
experience her loss in terms of degrading work. In the Hecuba, robes, women’s work,
catalyze the terrible vengeance.
Chapter 4 looks at fragments of women’s work songs. The iambic poet Hipponax, for example, encountered a crotchety old woman washing wool, who told
him that he was upsetting her washtub. This iambic utterance from a low-life Muse
might have accompanied pounding required to clean the wool. As often, work authorizes a woman to speak: here, to initiate a new mode of speech. On the other
hand, in a line attributed to Anacreon, “I come back from the river, bringing all the
shining [clothes],” uttered in a woman’s voice, the “shining” epithet evokes joyful
high spirits, not grumpy drudgery. Tone can be fluid in work songs. Karanika argues
that the end of Aristophanes’ Peace alludes to Iliad 18’s scene of the peaceful city on
Achilles’ shield, which also features wedding, harvest, and vintage songs. The shield’s
reference to the subject of the boy’s song amidst the harvesters, the “Linus song,”
allows Karaknika to consider how epic here presents a vignette of lyric performance,
a tale of a youth’s premature death. Laments might indeed be sung at harvest, given
the symbolism of cutting fruit from the parent vine, and Karanika adduces modern
Greek examples, showing recurring themes in vintage songs, as well as the practice
of borrowing apposite songs across genres, to and fro.
Chapter 5 considers the work songs listed in Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 14:
mill songs, loom songs, wool spinning songs, lullabies. In some cases songs accompanied mimetic dances: some, like the flower song of PMG 852 designed perhaps
for choruses of girls. Others, imitative of household tasks such as pounding grain,
Athenaeus describes as humorous, and Pollux characterizes as bawdy (in addition to
the parallels cited by Karanika, I note L. Abu-Lughod’s 1986 work on humor among
Bedouin women). Karanika traces relics in literature, suggesting that the lyric poet’s
summoning of the lyre may have begun in folk song, as a woman might address a
mill or broom in an act of ritual command, akin to a magical command, uttered in
solitude. As for communal songs, Karanika makes an important observation: work
songs may break down what we have regarded as fixed categories of singer, chorus,
audience, and oral text, public and private. Songs may flow as questions and answers,
between one person and a team, or in other, fluid combinations. Finally, songs may
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express “hidden transcripts” or hopes and opinions not safe to share in other contexts.
Chapter 6 treats children’s songs and lullabies, embedded in lyric poems of Erinna and Simonides. The famous Distaff poem of Erinna incorporates a game called
the Tortoise, which involved one child sitting amidst others, running around her
and asking her questions. She is the tortoise and must spring to catch another, after
a riddling, iambic, exchange. Karanika suggests that the game helps girls playfully
practice daunting transitions. The domiciled tortoise spins, perhaps a shroud, for her
“son who jumped from white horses into the sea.” At this juncture she pounces, to
assign another the role of tortoise.
Chapter 7 deals with interrupted work, particularly the garment left, unfinished
on a loom, with its connotations of transition, erotic distraction or crisis. The epigraphic elegy from 4th century Chios (CEG 2.686) showcases a girl’s former work:
ἦ γὰρ δαίδαλα τε ἔργα χεροῖν καὶ σώφρονα κόσμον/ἤσκησας (“Indeed with
your hands you worked at elaborate projects, and at modest dignity”[my translation;
on p. 190 in Karanika the Greek has several errors, as printed]). It would have helped
Karanika’s argument to translate ἤσκησας not as “excelled” but “practiced,” showing
how her skillful work was part of the same discipline that she practiced as virtuous
woman. The chapter concludes with a lovely modern ballad, performed at weddings,
addressed by a woman to needlework, unfinished at her wedding. As with the ancient inscription, it highlights the painfully broken mother-daughter bond.
The final chapter draws on Theocritus’ tenth Idyll and its singing match. Theocritus molds preexisting genres to his new purposes. One harvester sings a love
song, the other, a “Lityerses” song, exhorting manly diligence, and asking Demeter
for abundance. The Lityerses figure, a kind of ogre who reaps men as well as sheaves,
constitutes a historiola, or allusion to a separate narrative tradition, like Linus in Iliad
18. It inspires Karanika’s concluding observations, that work songs drew on a repertoire of traditions and were not necessarily related to the job at hand. They cheered
and invigorated, sometimes bringing ritual power to the task. Their relationship with
“high” tradition, and the general fluidity of themes and modes among genres high
and low, has not been fully appreciated until now, and we have much to be grateful
for in this book.
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